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DONALD MAASS WRITER’S 

WORKSHOP HITS THE MARK 
 

by Triss Stein 
 
On Saturday, June 7, the chapter sponsored a full-day writing workshop 

conducted by prominent agent Donald Maass. First, applause to chapter 

leadership, especially Catherine Maiorisi and Peggy Ehrhart, for this excellent 

idea and making it happen so smoothly. The workshop was held in an 

auditorium-style classroom at the New School, good technical systems, 

comfortable desks, good box lunches, and easy to get there.  

  

A few years ago Maass gave a talk and mini-workshop as part of the MWA 

Edgar Week symposium. I thought what he said then was worth the entire 

price of the event. And I've had his book about writing, Writing the Breakout 

Novel, for years. Some sections are heavily highlighted. Heavily. So I jumped 

at the chance to do this. 

  

I took sixteen pages of notes, but here's the very short takeaway: If you have 

the chance to do this, and you are a writer at any career stage, jump on it. This 

group ranged from aspiring/not published writers to one writer with twenty 

successful mainstream novels under her belt. Will every single topic speak to 

your needs? No, not unless you are just starting to write and have no 

experience. Will the topics that do speak to you be worth the time and 

(modest) cost? You bet.  I learned I am on top of some pieces of the writing 

puzzle (whew!) and that there are strategies for the parts that are still a 

struggle. (Whew again.) Much of the material incorporated ideas discussed in 

Writing the Breakout Novel, but the workshop exercises added a whole 

extra layer of learning. 
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NEW YORK/TRI-STATE CHAPTER OF SISTERS IN CRIME 

 

COMMENTS FROM WORKSHOP 
ATTENDEES: 

“I was itching to start writing so I could use 
what I'd learned on my current WIP--and the 

two manuscripts that are currently with my 

editor are going to get Maassed too! I can't 
recommend this workshop highly enough for 

any writer who wants to take her/his work to 

the next level. All this at an incredibly 
reasonable price--worth every penny and 

more.”   

─Jane, member of New England Chapter 
Sisters in Crime 

Aside from the autobiographical bits 

he shared about his own life, something came 
through to me about Donald Maass--he really 

CARES about writers and writing; what he 

does/what he directs others in doing is not 
just a business to him. He's a deeply 

humanitarian person. 

Thank you for setting up/hosting this 
wonderful workshop. 

-- Charlene, Long Island Chapter 

Sisters in Crime 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Donald Maass founded the Donald Maass 
Literary Agency in New York in 1980. He is 
the author of The Career Novelist (1996), 

Writing the Breakout Novel (2001), Writing 
the Breakout Novel Workbook (2004), The 

Fire in Fiction (2009) and The Breakout 
Novelist (2011).  He is a past president of 

the Association of Authors’ 
Representatives, Inc. 

 

Every writer I know has trouble 

writing. ~Joseph Heller 
 



 
DONALD MAASS WORKSHOP CON’T. 
 
  Some of the topics addressed were bonding the reader with the 

protagonist, opening extra character dimensions, building more 

conflict, failing, raising personal stakes, raising public stakes, adding 

layers.  

  I came away with a collection of new ideas, stimulated by the 

discussion and the exercises that will help me immensely for my work 

in progress. Here are a few of them: 

  

 Everyone's story middles are undernourished, not just mine. 

(Nice to know). Complicate them. Complicate them a lot. 

And then Maass showed us a series of ways to do it.  

 

 Ask what happens if the protagonist fails at the task the plot 

gives her. And then let her fail. And then what happens...? 

(Opens up a whole new set of possibilities.) 

 

 Turn an unpleasant or suspect person into an ally or advisor, 

and see where that leads. (Two words here: Professor Snape.) 

 

 Pick a character who can/will wrong another character. (And 

guess what? I had the characters right there on the page 

already and never saw this as a strategy.) And then for real 

emotional impact - find a way to forgive/be forgiven. 

 

 Revise not by going from beginning to end, getting caught up 

in story, but pick twelve scenes where motives could be 

changed. And then see what happens if you change them. 

  

  There were a lot of "And then what happens?" Which is just what a 

work-in-progress needs to really come to life. 

  I already see at least three things that will change, enrich, and 

enhance the WIP, and I haven't even begun to really sort out all I 

learned, heard, thought. This was a day well spent. 
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“If my doctor told me I had only six minutes to live, I wouldn't brood. I'd type 

a little faster. ~Isaac Asimov.” 
 

Anthologies Update    
The three anthologies have shared a mad whirl of activity 

as we approach the end of pre-production and turn our 
focus (with your help) to marketing. Above are the 

gorgeous covers of our newest entry in the Murder New 

York Style series, Family Matters, and our "new" first 
anthology, the condensed Deadly Debut, which will come 

out in e-formats. Family Matters has a book page at 

GlenmerePress .com, and can be pre-ordered.  
  NOTE: For reviewers and book bloggers, Family Matters 

is available on NetGalley, so send me (clare2e@me.com) 

information about bloggers/sites that might be willing to be 
early readers/reviewers. I can send the widget for them to 

download EPUB or MOBI files, and early coverage will be 

a tremendous help as we launch.  
  We'll soon have a cover completed for the second 

anthology, Fresh Slices. A bit of good news is we may be 

able to retain the many reviews we had for the earlier 
edition. This and Deadly Debut should be available as e-

books by early August. The chapter must plan and execute 

promotional push(es), and we encourage members to share 
ideas and enthusiasm. We're sharing revenues 50/50, so 

every success will help the chapter as well as the publisher 

recoup costs and recognize earnings. We still have set-up to 
do on the website and final details, to arrange but... 

  Undoubtedly, it was ambitious to get the newest anthology 

into print for launch at the Brooklyn Book Fest in late 
September. Imagining that even before that looming date, 

we could bring our two older anthologies back into retail 

availability as newly formatted and branded e-book 
editions, well, that was nothing less than crazy. With the 

great care and thoughtful attention our works have received 

from our sister and publishing partner, Lois Karlin of 
Glenmere Press, it's actually happening, and we owe her 

tremendous gratitude. We can't wait for you to see them all! 

  The Anthology Committee: Peggy Ehrhart, Catherine 
Maiorisi, Leigh Neely, and Clare Toohey 
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  When I was still teaching, I longed 

for summer the same way I’d longed 

for it as a child. Summer break 

offered uninterrupted time to focus 

on my writing, and the first few 

days were as heady to me as when I 

was ten, anticipating a season of 

swimming, bike-riding, and family 

barbecues without end. Time speeds 

up as it marches on. Summers 

stopped seeming endless many 

decades ago, but they never lost 

their allure. Even though I’m retired 

now, summer still holds a special 

promise of both freedom and 

accomplishment.  

  For some writers, though, summer 

interrupts progress on that novel. 

Children are at home, the balmy 

weather cries out for afternoons and 

evenings with friends, vacation 

travel seems obligatory. The coming 

autumn offers promise as the season 

when one will finally be able to get 

back to work. 

  Whichever category you’re in, I 

hope you’re being as productive as 

you want to be and having a great 

summer. 

 

─Peggy Ehrhart 
 

“When cafe life thrives, talk is a shared limberness of the mind that improves appetite for conversation: an adequate sentence 

maker is then made good, a good one excellent, an excellent one extraordinary.” 

─Vivian Gornick 
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On June 24, Sisters in Crime NY/Tri-
State topped off the first half of the 

2014-15 year with a festive gathering at 
Cowgirl restaurant on Hudson Street in 

Greenwich Village. 
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Note from 

Our 

President 



 

“The art of writing is the art of applying the seat of the pants to the seat of the chair.” 

 Mary Heaton Vorse 

News and Notes 
Dying to Teach, Pearl Wolf’s romantic suspense ebook, is on sale for 99 cents and in 

paperback. Available from Amazon @ http://www.amazon.com/pearl-wolf/e/BOOAQ9TK2/  See 
her website for a description:  www.pearlwolf.com. 

 

Terrie Farley Moran is delighted to announce that Thorndike Press has purchased the large-print 
rights for her first-in-a-series cozy mystery, Well Read, Then Dead published by Berkley Prime 

Crime. 

 
Florida Sisters in Crime invite all SinC members to their 10th Anniversary celebration on August 2 

with New York Times bestselling author, CJ Lyons. The event will held in Jacksonville, FL. 

 
A new quarterly pulp magazine, Dark Corners, has announced a call for submissions, now through 

September 1, 2014. Dark Corners welcomes such genres as crime fiction, noir, hard-boiled, horror, 

western, sci-fi, and fantasy, which will be published in print and digital versions. Word limit 
is 2,000-5,000 words. Payment is contributor’s copies.  

 
Elizabeth Zelvin proudly announces The Lake Union/Amazon Publishing edition of Voyage of 
Strangers will be out September 30 in trade paperback, audio book, and e-book. There should be 

print copies in time for the Brooklyn Book Festival.  
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Upcoming Meetings 

  

September 17─Museum of Natural History 

poison expert, Dr. Mark Siddall 

  

October 15─S. J. Rozan on the craft of the 

short story 

  

November 19─Publishing in the 21st 

century, with a panel of editors from small 

and not-so-small presses  
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